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1
ELECTROCALORIC COOLER AND HEAT
PUMP

BACKGROUND

The present disclosure is related to heat transfer devices
and methods, and more specifically to electrocaloric heat
pumps and coolers, systems, and methods employing same.

As is well-known, the electrocaloric effect is the ability of
certain materials to increase or decrease in temperature when
exposed to an applied electric field. Historically, the extent of
temperature change in electrocaloric materials has been rela-
tively small for relatively large electric fields, so that practical
applications have been limited. Certain materials have
recently shown promise for more efficient electrocaloric
response. For example, polymers and co-polymers based on
P(VDF-TrFE) and ceramic materials such as some based on
PZT, have been shown to have relatively large electrocaloric
effects. This has permitted the exploration of new applica-
tions for such materials.

SUMMARY

The present disclosure is directed to systems and processes
for providing heat transfer utilizing electrocaloric materials.
System and methods are disclosed for controlled heat energy
transfer, such as for coolers and heat pumps.

According to one aspect of the disclosure, a system
includes a thermal energy source, a thermal energy sink,
spaced apart from the thermal energy source, an electroca-
loric structure carried by a suspension and configured for
alternating physical movement between thermal communica-
tion with the thermal energy source and thermal communica-
tion with the thermal energy sink, and a control signal source
simultaneously providing both a temperature control signal
for controlling the temperature of the electrocaloric structure
and a movement control signal for controlling the alternating
physical movement of the electrocaloric structure between
thermal communication with the thermal energy source and
thermal communication with the thermal energy sink. Heat-
ing or cooling of a desired element may be provided. Move-
ment control may be electrostatic, magnetic, mechanical,
etc., and is self-synchronizing with the field employed for
temperature control in the electrocaloric structure. Self-syn-
chronizing as used herein shall mean any common or con-
nected source or control such that operation of the two func-
tions (movement and temperature control) are commonly
controlled at the point/time of their generation. That is, they
are not independently controlled.

According to another aspect of the disclosure, a method for
controlled thermal energy energy transfer includes providing
a thermal energy source, providing a thermal energy sink,
spaced apart from the thermal energy source, disposing an
electrocaloric structure in between the thermal energy source
and the thermal energy sink, the electrocaloric structure car-
ried by a suspension and configured for alternating physical
movement between thermal communication with the thermal
energy source and thermal communication with the thermal
energy sink, and simultaneously providing, by way of a con-
trol signal source, both a temperature control signal for con-
trolling the temperature of the electrocaloric structure and a
movement control signal for controlling the alternating
physical movement of the electrocaloric structure between
thermal communication with the thermal energy source and
thermal communication with the thermal energy sink.

According to various aspects of the disclosure, the control
signal source is configured such that the temperature control
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signal and the movement control signal are self-synchroniz-
ing. Further, according to various aspects, the temperature
control signal and the movement control signal are the same
signal.

In various implementations, a temperature sensor may be
communicatively coupled to the electrocaloric structure and
the control signal source. The control signal source is config-
ured to be responsive to a temperature signal provided by the
temperature sensor for adjusting the movement control signal
from above a threshold whereby the electrocaloric structure is
in thermal communication with the thermal energy sink to
below a threshold whereby the electrocaloric structure is out
of thermal communication with the thermal energy sink.

According to other aspects of the disclosure, at a first
temperature control signal the electrocaloric structure is at a
first temperature below a temperature of the thermal energy
source, while substantially simultaneously at a first move-
ment control signal the electrocaloric structure is in thermal
communication with the thermal energy source, the electro-
caloric structure thereby receiving thermal energy from said
thermal energy source. At a second temperature control sig-
nal, the electrocaloric structure is at a second temperature
above a temperature of the thermal energy sink, while sub-
stantially simultaneously at a second movement control sig-
nal the electrocaloric structure is in thermal communication
with the thermal energy sink, the electrocaloric structure
thereby transferring thermal energy to the thermal energy
sink.

The above is a brief summary of a number of unique
aspects, features, and advantages of the present disclosure.
The above summary is provided to introduce the context and
certain concepts relevant to the full description that follows.
However, this summary is not exhaustive. The above sum-
mary is not intended to be nor should it be read as an exclusive
identification of aspects, features, or advantages of the
claimed subject matter. Therefore, the above summary should
not be read as imparting limitations to the claims nor in any
other way determining the scope of said claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In the drawings appended hereto like reference numerals
denote like elements between the various drawings. While
illustrative, the drawings are not drawn to scale. In the draw-
ings:

FIG. 1 is a schematic side-view of a structure for transfer-
ring thermal energy from a first body to a second body, in a
first state, according to a first embodiment of the present
disclosure.

FIG. 2 is a schematic side-view of a structure for transfer-
ring thermal energy from a first body to a second body, in a
second state, according to a first embodiment of the present
disclosure.

FIG. 3 is a cut-away side-view of a multi-layered electro-
caloric structure according to an embodiment of the present
disclosure.

FIG. 4 is a cut-away side-view of a multi-layered electro-
caloric structure illustrating a passivated structure according
to an embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 5A through 5C are schematic side-views of a struc-
ture for transferring thermal energy from a first body to a
second body, in first, second, and third states, respectively,
according to another embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 6A and 6B are cut-away side-views of a multi-
layered electrocaloric structure including an electroactive
layer, in first and second states, respectively, according to an
embodiment of the present disclosure.
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FIGS. 7A and 7B are cut-away side-views of an embodi-
ment of an electrocaloric thermal energy transfer device
including multiple electrocaloric structures, in first and sec-
ond states, respectively, according to an embodiment of the
present disclosure.

FIG. 8 is a schematic side-view of a structure for transfer-
ring thermal energy from a first body to a second body, with
an alternate suspension element, according to an embodiment
of the present disclosure.

FIG. 9 is a schematic side-view of a structure for transfer-
ring thermal energy from a first body to a second body, with
a further alternate suspension element, according to an
embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 10 is a schematic side-view of a structure for trans-
ferring thermal energy from a first body to a second body,
with a still further alternate suspension element, according to
an embodiment of the present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

We initially point out that descriptions of well-known start-
ing materials, processing techniques, components, equip-
ment and other well-known details may merely be summa-
rized or are omitted so as not to unnecessarily obscure the
details of the present disclosure. Thus, where details are oth-
erwise well-known, we leave it to the application of the
present disclosure to suggest or dictate choices relating to
those details.

Various techniques and apparatus are disclosed herein for
alternately connecting an electrocaloric capacitor to heat
sources and sinks as part of cooling or heating an object. In
certain embodiments, the connection to source/sink is con-
trolled by the same or a similar electric field and/or voltage
used to modify the temperature of the electrocaloric capaci-
tor.

According to one thermodynamic cycle, an appropriate
electrocaloric material is disposed to be in physical contact
with an object to be cooled. (In general, the electrocaloric
material may alternatively be in contact with one or more
other layers serving as a thermal pathway to the object to be
cooled. However, for simplicity of explanation we refer
herein to the case of direct contact between the electrocaloric
material and the object to be cooled, and variations will be
understood to be within the scope of the present description.)
Initially, the temperature of the object to be cooled, T, is
greater than the temperature of the electrocaloric material, T,
which we indicate here as T, <T_. Over time, some amount of
heat energy AQ from the object to be cooled is transferred to
the electrocaloric material, cooling the object to be cooled
and raising the temperature of the electrocaloric material to
T,+AT.

The position of the electrocaloric material relative to the
object to be cooled and a heat sink may then be changed such
that the electrocaloric material leaves physical contact with
the object to be cooled and is brought into physical contact
with the heat sink. (In general, the electrocaloric material may
alternatively be in contact with one or more other layers
serving as a thermal pathway to the heat sink. However, for
simplicity of explanation we refer herein to the case of direct
contact between the electrocaloric material and the heat sink,
and variations will be understood to be within the scope of the
present description.) In certain embodiments, the temperature
ofthe heat sink, T,,, is higher than T, +AT. Therefore, in order
to effectively transfer heat from the electrocaloric material, an
electric field is applied across the electrocaloric material to
increase its temperature above T),. This results in a transfer of
heat energy from the electrocaloric material to the heat sink,
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thereby shuttling the heat energy from the object to be cooled
to the heat sink. The electric field may be removed from the
electrocaloric material, with the electrocaloric material
returning to approximately T,. And, the electrocaloric mate-
rial may be returned to physical contact with the object to be
cooled, and the process repeated. The above example pro-
vides cooling of a desired object. However, it will be appre-
ciated that heating of a desired object may similarly be
accomplished, as further discussed herein.

As illustrated in specific embodiments below, a voltage
source provides a voltage across two layers, electrodes, ter-
minals, etc. Two such layers, electrodes, terminals, etc. are
disposed on opposite sides of an electrocaloric material. A
voltage across those layers, electrodes, terminals, etc. con-
trols the temperature of the electrocaloric material. In addi-
tion, one such layer, electrode, terminal, etc. may be disposed
on or proximate a heat sink or heat source. A voltage across
that layer, electrode, terminal, etc. and a corresponding layer,
electrode, terminal, etc. on said electrocaloric structure may
result in controlled motion of the electrocaloric structure. In
certain embodiments, a single voltage may act as a control
signal controlling both the temperature and position of elec-
trocaloric structure. In this sense, the voltage may be referred
to as a temperature control signal and as a motion control
signal. Said another way, the single source can simulta-
neously provide both a temperature control signal and a
motion control signal.

With reference to FIGS. 1 and 2, a first embodiment 10 of
a heat transfer system according to the present disclosure is
illustrated. An object to be cooled 12 is at an initial tempera-
ture T,. An electrocaloric structure 14, carried by a suspen-
sion 16, is disposed to be in physical contact with object 12.
This contact can, for example, be a result of bias applied by
the suspension, which may be a spring or the like (with
variations discussed further herein).

According to some embodiments, electrocaloric structure
14 comprises an electrocaloric body 18 (for example poly-
mers and co-polymers such as poly|[(vinylidenefluoride-co-
trifluoroethylene| [P(VDF-TrFE)], ceramic materials such as
lead zirconium titanate PZT, etc.) having ohmic layers 20, 22
on top and bottom surfaces. Ohmic layers 20, 22 are electri-
cally connected, for example, to a switchable voltage source
V. Switchable voltage source V provides a signal, in the form
of'a voltage, to selectively produce an electric field within the
electrocaloric material 18. In the absence of an electric field,
or alternatively where the field assumes a first state (indicated
by V), electrocaloric structure 14 is at a temperature T, such
that T,<T,. Electrocaloric structure 14 will change tempera-
ture by an amount AT}, such that electrocaloric structure 14
attains a new temperature T,+AT),.

A heat sink structure 24 is disposed proximate but physi-
cally spaced apart from electrocaloric structure 14 in the V|,
state. Heat sink structure 24 may include a passivated ohmic
layer 26, or similar structure, electrically connected to a volt-
age source, and indeed in certain embodiments connected to
voltage source V. This connection is such that when a voltage
is applied across ohmic layer 22 and ohmic layer 26 an elec-
tric field is created, or alternatively the field assumes a second
state (indicated by V1), attracting ohmic layer 22 and ohmic
layer 26 to one another. This results in electrocaloric structure
14 moving out of physical contact with object 12 and into
physical contact with sink 24 (via passivated ohmic layer 26).

The electric field (V1) is also applied to electrocaloric
material 18 by way of the voltage across ohmic layers 20, 22.
This increases the temperature of electrocaloric material 18,
by way of the electrocaloric effect, to a new temperature T,
such that T;>T,+AT,.
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Heat sink 24 is initially at a temperature T, such that T;>T,,.
Some amount of the heat energy, AQ,, may then be trans-
ferred from electrocaloric structure 14 to heat sink 24. Heat
energy is thereby shuttled from object 12 to sink 24. The
voltage source may then be switched to below a set threshold
to decrease or remove the electric fields, resulting in a cooling
of electrocaloric material 18 to a temperature T,, and a return
of electrocaloric structure 14 by way of spring force F to
physical contact with object 12. The above process may then
be repeated. When a single voltage source V is used to gen-
erate the fields for both motion of electrocaloric structure 14
and temperature change within the electrocaloric material 18,
self-synchronizing electric field generation for these pur-
poses is obtained.

It will be noted that the aforementioned description applies
to at least substantially steady-state operation of the system.
When operation of such a system is initiated there will be a
startup time during which the object to be cooled will gradu-
ally decrease in temperature until a steady-state temperature
is reached (or nears steady-state such that some temperature
cycling occurs with each phase of motion of electrocaloric
structure 14). Furthermore, ifthe temperature of the heat sink,
or the heat output of the object to be cooled, or similar param-
eter changes, the system will not operate at steady state. In
general, the steady state description provides an example of
the system in operation, and one of ordinary skill in the art
will understand that such a system will operate differently
under different operating conditions.

Alternatively to using the same applied voltage for the
motion and temperature control signals, the timing and wave-
form of the decrease in voltage between ohmic layers 18, 22
and between ohmic layers 22, 26 may be controlled to opti-
mize the thermal energy transfer between electrocaloric
material 14 and the heat sink 24. For example, in order to
maximize the extraction of heat from electrocaloric material
18, and hence the thermal efficiency of the device and pro-
cess, the voltage may be decreased when it is sensed, for
example by a sensor 28, that the temperature of electrocaloric
material 18 and heat sink 24 are within a set threshold of one
another. Furthermore, given that the movement of electroca-
loric structure 14 between object 12 and heat sink 24 is not
instantaneous, a voltage decreasing pattern or waveform may
be employed, for example to decrease the voltage as the
temperatures of electrocaloric material 18 and heat sink 24
approach one another, and further to initiate the movement of
electrocaloric structure 14 by spring 16 (due to force F), such
that as the two temperatures reach the set difference threshold
electrocaloric structure 14 pulls away from heat sink 24. It
will be appreciated that the temperature of other elements of
the system (and ambient) may be used for timing control,
voltage levels and waveform, etc., and those disclosed here
are not intended to be limiting.

The above-described electrostatic actuation of electroca-
loric structure 14 ideally requires that the system be designed
such that the high electric fields do not lead to arcing across
the gap between ohmic layers 22 and 26. One means of
achieving this is for the process be conducted in at least a
near-vacuum (e.g., 107> to 10™* Torr), and that travel of elec-
trocaloric structure 16 (i.e., the spacing between the object 12
and sink 24) be relatively small (e.g., on the order of several
micrometers or less). In order to relax these conditions, other
embodiments for actuation of electrocaloric structure 16 may
be employed. For example, in place of the electrostatic actua-
tion of the electrocaloric structure 16 (and the elements such
as the ohmic layers therefor), a magnetic actuation arrange-
ment is contemplated. In this embodiment, one or more of the
aforementioned ohmic layers are replaced with electromag-
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netic coil structure, either formed in situ or applied to one or
more of the surfaces of electrocaloric structure 14 and/or heat
sink 24. Corresponding magnetic (ferrous) layers may be
formed on electrocaloric structure 14 and/or heat sink 24 such
that application of a voltage creates a magnetic field to attract
electrocaloric structure 14 out of physical contact with object
12 and into physical contact with heat sink 24. The voltage
used to create the motive magnetic field may also be used to
create the electric field within the electrocaloric material, or
alternatively synchronized with the voltage used to create the
electric field, as described above, again resulting in self-
synchronizing field generation.

Of course, many variations and alternate embodiments will
present themselves given the present disclosure. For example,
the ohmic layers may be formed as discrete electrode struc-
tures, full surface layers, etc. In addition, the number of layers
and materials forming the contacts may be varied. Thermal
communication between the electrocaloric structure and the
object to be cooled and/or the heat sink may be via an elec-
trode or the structure may be configured for direct physical
contact between the electrocaloric material forming the elec-
trocaloric layer and the object to be cooled and/or the reser-
voir. It will be appreciated that one or more surface layers
such as thermal interface material, thermal grease, liquid film,
liquid droplets, carbon nanotube “turt”, etc., may also dis-
posed on one or more of the electrocaloric structure, the
object to be cooled, and/or the heat sink to improve thermal
contact. The method of suspension of the stack may be varied,
such as by coil spring, dual cantilever spring, magnetic bias-
ing, etc. These variations are each capable of providing the
function of a switched thermal pathway between an object to
be cooled and a heat sink employing the electrocaloric effect
of the materials comprising the system.

In certain embodiments, an electrocaloric structure of the
type described above may be a multi-layered structure such as
illustrated in FIG. 3. Structure 30 is comprised of alternating
layers of ohmic material 32 (e.g., metal) and electrocaloric
material (e.g., P(VDF-TrFE), PZT, etc.) 34. While a function
of the materials and sizes of the elements of the system, in
certain embodiments, layer 32 may be on the order of 20 nm
to 10 um, and layer 35 on the order of 100 nm to 50 pum.
Successive metal layers such as 32a and 325, 326 and 32c,
etc. may be electrically connected to voltage source V such
that a field is generated within intervening electrocaloric lay-
ers 34a, 34b, etc. respectively. Such an arrangement permits
providing a high electric field with limited voltage for a given
volume of electrocaloric material.

According to the embodiment shown in FIGS. 1 and 2,
ohmic layer 26 over heat sink 24 must be passivated to prevent
shorting between ohmic layer 22 and ohmic layer 26. As
shown in FIG. 4, this can be accomplished, for example, by
application of a dielectric layer 36 over ohmic layer 26. Alter-
natively, ohmic layer 22 may have applied thereover a passi-
vation layer, or both ohmic layer 22 and ohmic layer 26 may
be passivated.

FIGS. 5A through 5C illustrate another embodiment 50 of
the present disclosure, in three separate states of activation
respectively. Similar to the embodiments described above,
embodiment 50 comprises an electrocaloric structure 52 dis-
posed an object to be cooled 54 and a heat sink 56. Electro-
caloric structure 52 is suspended by one or more springs 66 or
similar suspension mechanism, such that absent any field
bias, electrocaloric structure 52 is suspended substantially
between but not necessarily in contact with object to be
cooled 54 and a heat sink 56. (Alternatively, as previously
described, electrocaloric structure 52 may be in partial or full
contact with either of object to be cooled 54 and a heat sink 56
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in the absence of any electric field.) In the present embodi-
ment, electrocaloric structure 52 is provided with first and
second ohmic layers 58, 60, object 54 is provided with an
ohmic layer 62, and heat sink 56 is provide with ohmic layer
64. Each ohmic layer is connected to a voltage supply such
that a desired voltage polarity may be applied thereto. Again,
in place of the ohmic layers for electrostatic actuation, coils
and corresponding magnetic layers or other structures for
electromagnetic actuation may alternatively be employed.

In operation of this embodiment, absent any voltage
applied to the various ohmic layers, electrocaloric structure
52 will be disposed between and spaced apart from both
object 54 and heat sink 56. This is illustrated in FIG. 5A.
Upon application of voltages such that layer 62 has a first
polarity, and layers 58, 60, and 64 have a second, opposite
polarity, electrostatic attraction will cause electrocaloric
structure 52 to be brought into physical contact with object
54. This is illustrated in FIG. 5B. Due to the polarities applied
to layers 58 and 60 being the same, no field is generated
within the electrocaloric structure. Electrocaloric structure 52
may then receive heat energy from object 54. Upon applica-
tion of voltages such that layer 58, 62, and 64 have a second
polarity, and layer 60 has a first, opposite polarity, electro-
static attraction will cause electrocaloric structure 52 to leave
physical contact with object 54 and be brought into physical
contact with heat sink 56. This is illustrated in FIG. 5C. The
voltages applied to layers 58 and 60 are of opposite polarity,
thus causing an increase in the temperature of electrocaloric
structure 52 due to the electrocaloric effect. Heat sink 56 may
then receive heat energy from electrocaloric structure 52.

FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate a further embodiment 70 of the
present disclosure. Embodiment 70 comprises a layer struc-
ture 72 formed of a first layer 74 comprising an electrocaloric
material and a second layer 76 comprising an electroactive
polymer. An electroactive polymer experiences asymmetric
strain, and hence flexes, when subject to an electric field. A
first electrode 78 is disposed on electrocaloric material layer
74, and a second electrode 80 is disposed on electroactive
polymer layer 76. A common electrode 79 may be disposed
between electrodes 78 and 80, with intervening dielectric
layers as needed. Electrodes 78, 80 are each electrically con-
nected to voltage sources V,, V,, respectively, capable of
applying voltages across electrodes 78-79 and 79-80 suffi-
cient to generate fields of desired strength in each of layers 74,
76. These fields are capable of producing a temperature
change in the electrocaloric material by way of the electro-
caloric effect and deflection of the electroactive polymer.

The layered structure 72 is disposed between an object to
be cooled 82 and a heat sink 84. Initially, layered structure 72
is disposed to be in contact with object 82 (or alternatively in
contact with a low thermal resistivity path to such an object),
when no voltage is applied across electrodes 78-79, 79-80 (or
at least an insufficient electric field is generated to cause
deflection of electroactive polymer layer 76). This is illus-
trated in FIG. 6A. In this position, layered structure 72
receives some heat energy from object 82, effectively cooling
object 82. Optionally, the electrocaloric material layer 74 and
the electroactive layer 76 may be configured such that elec-
trocaloric material layer 74 may make direct physical (or
thermal) contact with object 82 (and sink 84, depending on
the state of the structure), such as by cantilevering the elec-
trocaloric material layer 74 over the electroactive material
layer 76, or other such arrangement.

As mentioned, according to this embodiment separate
fields are generated in each of layers 74 and 76 by voltage
sources V,, V,, respectively. It will be appreciated that the
generation of these voltages are cooperatively controlled such
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that the temperature change and motion of layered structure
72 are self-synchronizing. Alternatively, the materials and
dimensions of layers 74, 76 (and possibly electrodes, etc.)
maybe selected such that a single voltage source (not shown)
may produce a single electric field across electrodes 78, 80,
resulting in a temperature change in the electrocaloric mate-
rial 74 and a physical deformation of the electroactive poly-
mer 76.

A voltage (provided by voltage source V,) may then be
applied between electrodes 79, 80 creating a sufficiently high
electric field to cause the electroactive polymer layer 76 to
deflect, such that layer structure 72 is caused to be removed
from contact with object 82 and brought into contact with a
heat sink 84 (or a low thermal resistivity path to a heat sink).
This is illustrated in FIG. 6B. A second voltage from voltage
source V, between electrodes 78, 79 also causes a rise in
temperature of the electrocaloric material 74. If the net tem-
perature of layer structure 72 exceeds the temperature of heat
sink 84, thermal energy will be transferred from layer struc-
ture 72 to heat sink 84. The voltages between electrodes 78,
79 and between 79, 80 are then decreased or removed, per-
mitting layer structure 72 to drop in temperature and return to
contact with object 82, and the process repeated. In this way,
the electrocaloric material 74 and electroactive polymer 76
are actuated in a self-synchronizing manner. By oscillating
the voltages, this structure can be used to repeatedly extract
heat from (cool) object 82 and reject that heat to the heat sink
84.

The timing and waveform of the decrease in voltage
between electrodes 78, 80 may be controlled to optimize the
thermal energy transfer between the layer structure 72 and the
heat sink 84. For example, in order to maximize the extraction
of heat from layer structure 72, and hence the thermal effi-
ciency of the device and process, the voltage may be
decreased when it is sensed, for example by sensor 86, that the
temperature of the layer structure and heat sink 84 are within
a set threshold of one another. Furthermore, given that the
relaxation of electroactive polymer 76 is not immediate upon
removal of the voltage, a voltage decreasing pattern or wave-
form may be employed to, for example decrease the voltage
as the temperatures of the layer structure and heat sink 84
approach one another, such that as the two temperatures reach
the set difference threshold the layer structure 72 pulls away
from heat sink 84.

While the examples thus far have been limited to individual
electrocaloric structures disposed between thermal energy
source and sink, according to a variation of the embodiments
disclosed herein, an array of electrocaloric structures and
intermediate structures may be disposed between thermal
energy source and sink. For example, with reference to FIGS.
7A and 7B, an embodiment 90 is shown comprising an object
to be cooled 92, a heat sink 94, and a plurality of electroca-
loric structures 96a, 965, etc. As previously discussed, vari-
ous of electrocaloric structures 96a, 965, ctc. may have
affixed ohmic layers (not shown), which in turn may be pas-
sivated to prevent shorting in electrostatically-actuated
embodiments.

FIG. 7A illustrates one configuration of the device in which
the first electrocaloric structure 964 is in thermal contact with
the object to be cooled 92, and is physically separated from
the second electrocaloric structure 965. Structure 96¢ is, in
turn, in thermal contact with structure 965, but is physically
separated from structure 96d. In this way, the electrocaloric
structures are pairwise in thermal contact. The last electroca-
loric structure 96¢ is physically separated from the heat sink
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94 (although this description is not limited to a pattern of 5
electrocaloric structures, and may repeat an arbitrary number
of times).

The first configuration shown in FIG. 7A may be effected
by a physical bias, such as a spring, or an electrostatic force
created by a first voltage applied between object to be cooled
92 and first electrocaloric structure 964, a second voltage
applied between second electrocaloric structure 965 and third
electrocaloric structure 96c¢, etc., or by another mechanism as
described previously.

While in the configuration shown in FIG. 7A, relatively
high voltages are applied across electrocaloric structures 965,
964, while no voltage, or relatively low voltages are applied
across electrocaloric structures 96a, 96¢, and 96e, such that
the temperature of electrocaloric structure 96a is lower than
the temperature of the object to be cooled 92, the temperature
of electrocaloric structure 96¢ is lower than the temperature
of electrocaloric structure 965, and the temperature of elec-
trocaloric structure 96¢ is lower than the temperature of elec-
trocaloric structure 964d. In this way, heat is transferred from
the object 92 to structure 96a, from structure 965 to structure
96¢, and from structure 964 to structure 96e.

In some embodiments, the relatively high voltages across
structures 965 and 964 may be the same voltages that generate
electrostatic attraction between the various thermally con-
nected elements. In this way the device is “self-synchonized”
as previously described.

After heat is transferred for an amount of time which may
be fixed, determined by a temperature-based control system
as previously described, or by some other mechanism, the
configuration of the system is changed to a second configu-
ration shown in FIG. 7B. In some embodiments, this is
effected by applying voltages between structure 96a and
structure 965, between structure 96¢ and structure 964, and
between structure 96e and the heat sink 94. In some embodi-
ments the electrostatic voltages between object 92 and struc-
ture 96a, between structure 965 and structure 96¢, between
structure 964 and structure 96¢ are reduced. In other embodi-
ments, magnetic forces, electroactive polymers, or other
means as previously described effect the transition between
configurations.

While in the second configuration, relatively high voltages
are applied across electrocaloric structures 96a, 96¢, and 96¢
such that their temperatures increase, while no voltages or
relatively low voltages are applied across electrocaloric struc-
tures 965 and 964, such that the temperature of structure 965
is lower than that of structure 96a, the temperature of struc-
ture 96d is lower than that of 96¢, and the temperature of the
heat sink 94 is lower than that of structure 96e. In this way,
heat is transferred from the structure 96a to structure 965,
from structure 96¢ to structure 964, and from structure 96e to
heat sink 94.

Invarious embodiments, the relatively high voltages across
structures 96a, 96¢, and 96e may be the same voltages that
generate electrostatic attraction between the various ther-
mally connected elements, that actuate the electroactive poly-
mers, or that energize magnetic or other means of actuation.

Again, while FIGS. 7A and 7B show five electrocaloric
structures 96a, 965, 96¢, 964, and 96e, this is merely one
embodiment used for illustrating the general principles of the
present disclosure, and systems with fewer or more electro-
caloric structures may be used.

As shown and described with regard to the various embodi-
ments above, an electrocaloric structure may be suspended
from one side by a cantilever-type spring. This arrangement is
shown for clarity, and is only one of many possible suspen-
sion embodiments. The method of suspension may be varied,

10

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

such as by coil spring, multiple cantilever spring, magnetic
biasing, etc. For example, in an embodiment 100 illustrated in
FIG. 8, an electrocaloric structure 102 may equivalently be
suspended between a thermal energy source 104 and sink 106
from multiple sides, by first spring 108a and second spring
10854 (or additional or alternate springs, not shown, extending
into the plane of FIG. 8). As another example, as shown in
FIG. 9, according to embodiment 110 an electrocaloric struc-
ture 112 may be suspended between a thermal energy source
114 and sink 116 by way of a spring 118 disposed below
electrocaloric structure 112. In these embodiments, the con-
ductivity and passivation of springs and surfaces are deter-
mined so as to permit any of the above motive methodologies
described above, such as electrostatic, magnetic, electroac-
tive, etc. A still further embodiment 120 is shown in FIG. 10,
according to which an electrocaloric structure 122 is sus-
pended between a thermal energy source 124 and sink 126
from top and bottom, by first spring 128« and second spring
1285. Combinations of these suspension arrangements, and
others not explicitly illustrated are also contemplated herein.
These various embodiments illustrate that many different
suspension arrangements are contemplated, and are not as
such limiting to the scope of the claims of this disclosure.

Itwill be appreciated that while a cooling function has been
described above, and heating function may alternatively be
provided by the systems and methods disclosed herein. For
example, in place of an object to be cooled, a heat source may
be provided. The electrocaloric device may shuttle heat from
the heat source to an object to be heated by again controlling
motion of the electrocaloric device between the heat source
and object to be heated synchronously with the application of
an electric field controlling the temperature of the electroca-
loric device. When the electrocaloric device is in thermal
contact with the heat source, the field may be absent, and the
electrocaloric device is initially cooler than the heat source.
The electrocaloric device may receive heat from the heat
source, then be moved, by a method and structure such as
those described above, into thermal contact with the object to
be heated. An electric field may be applied to the electroca-
loric device elevating its temperature above that of the object
to be heated, resulting in heat transfer from the electrocaloric
device to the object to be heated. The field(s) controlling the
electrocaloric device temperature and motion may be the
same, originate from the same voltage, or otherwise by syn-
chronized, such as by a common control of separate voltage
supplies, such the system is “self-synchronizing”. The elec-
trocaloric device may be returned to thermal contact with the
heat source, and the process repeated, again as described
above.

It should be understood that when a first layer is referred to
as being “on” or “over” a second layer or substrate, it can be
directly on the second layer or substrate, or on an intervening
layer or layers may be between the first layer and second layer
or substrate. Further, when a first layer is referred to as being
“on” or “over” a second layer or substrate, the first layer may
cover the entire second layer or substrate or a portion of the
second layer or substrate. For example, heat transfer between
the electrocaloric material and the heat source/sink can be
facilitated by adding a thermal interface material, thermal
grease, liquid metal droplet array, or another similar treat-
ment above or below selected layers or structures described
above.

The physics of modern electrical devices and the methods
of their production are not absolutes, but rather statistical
efforts to produce a desired device and/or result. Even with
the utmost of attention being paid to repeatability of pro-
cesses, the cleanliness of manufacturing facilities, the purity
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of starting and processing materials, and so forth, variations
and imperfections result. Accordingly, no limitation in the
description of the present disclosure or its claims can or
should be read as absolute. The limitations of the claims are
intended to define the boundaries of the present disclosure, up
to and including those limitations. To further highlight this,
the term “substantially” may occasionally be used herein in
association with a claim limitation (although consideration
for variations and imperfections is not restricted to only those
limitations used with that term). While as difficult to precisely
define as the limitations of the present disclosure themselves,
we intend that this term be interpreted as “to a large extent”,
“as nearly as practicable”, “within technical limitations™, and
the like.

While examples and variations have been presented in the
foregoing description, it should be understood that a vast
number of variations exist, and these examples are merely
representative, and are not intended to limit the scope, appli-
cability or configuration of the disclosure in any way. Various
of the above-disclosed and other features and functions, or
alternative thereof, may be desirably combined into many
other different systems or applications. Various presently
unforeseen or unanticipated alternatives, modifications varia-
tions, or improvements therein or thereon may be subse-
quently made by those skilled in the art which are also
intended to be encompassed by the claims, below.

Therefore, the foregoing description provides those of
ordinary skill in the art with a convenient guide for imple-
mentation of the disclosure, and contemplates that various
changes in the functions and arrangements of the described
examples may be made without departing from the spirit and
scope of the disclosure defined by the claims thereto.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for controlled thermal energy transfer, com-
prising:

a thermal energy source;

a thermal energy sink, spaced apart from said thermal

energy source;

an electrocaloric structure, said electrocaloric structure

carried by a suspension and configured for alternating
physical movement between thermal communication
with said thermal energy source and thermal communi-
cation with said thermal energy sink; and

a control signal source simultaneously providing both a

temperature control signal for controlling the tempera-
ture of said electrocaloric structure and a movement
control signal for controlling said alternating physical
movement of said electrocaloric structure between ther-
mal communication with said thermal energy source and
thermal communication with said thermal energy sink.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein said control signal
source is configured such that said temperature control signal
and said movement control signal are the same signal.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein said suspension is con-
figured to bias said electrocaloric structure into thermal com-
munication with said thermal energy source in the absence of
said movement control signal, and said control signal source
is configured to provide said movement control signal for
moving said electrocaloric structure out of thermal commu-
nication with said thermal energy source, against said bias,
and into thermal communication with said thermal energy
sink.

4. The system of claim 3, wherein said electrocaloric struc-
ture comprises a first ohmic contact and a second ohmic
contact, and further wherein said control signal source is
coupled to said first and second ohmic contacts such that an
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electric field is generated therebetween to effect a control-
lable temperature change in said electrocaloric structure.

5. The system of claim 4, further comprising a third ohmic
contact formed as a portion of said thermal energy sink, and
wherein said control signal source is coupled to said second
and third ohmic contacts such that an electric field is gener-
ated therebetween to effect electrostatic movement of said
electrocaloric structure out of thermal communication with
said thermal energy source and into thermal communication
with said thermal energy sink.

6. The system of claim 3, wherein said electrocaloric struc-
ture comprises an electrocaloric body having a first ohmic
contact, a second ohmic contact, and one element of a pair
comprising a magnetic material or electromagnet, and said
thermal energy sink comprises the other of said magnetic
material or electromagnet pair, and further wherein said con-
trol signal source is coupled to said first and second ohmic
contacts such that an electric field is generated therebetween
to effect a controllable temperature change in said electroca-
loric structure and further wherein said control signal source
is coupled to said electromagnet producing a magnetic field
between said electromagnet and said magnetic material
resulting in movement of said electrocaloric structure out of
thermal communication with said thermal energy source and
into thermal communication with said thermal energy sink.

7. The system of claim 3, wherein said suspension is an
electroactive structure, and further wherein said control sig-
nal source provides a voltage producing a deformation of said
electroactive structure resulting in movement of said electro-
caloric structure out of thermal communication with said
thermal energy source and into thermal communication with
said thermal energy sink.

8. The system of claim 7, wherein said electrocaloric struc-
ture is formed over said electroactive structure to form a
layered structure, said layered structure comprising a first
ohmic contact and a second ohmic contact, and further
wherein said control signal source is coupled to said first and
second ohmic contacts such that an electric field is generated
therebetween to effect both a controllable temperature
change in said electrocaloric structure and said movement of
said layered structure out of thermal communication with
said thermal energy source and into thermal communication
with said thermal energy sink.

9. The system of claim 8, wherein said layered structured is
configured such that said electrocaloric structure is preferen-
tially in thermal communication with either of said thermal
energy source or said thermal energy sink as compared to said
electroactive structure.

10. The system of claim 3, further comprising a tempera-
ture sensor communicatively coupled to said electrocaloric
structure and said control signal source, and further wherein
said control signal source is configured to be responsive to a
temperature signal provided by said temperature sensor for
adjusting said movement control signal from above a thresh-
old whereby said electrocaloric structure is in thermal com-
munication with said thermal energy sink to below a thresh-
old whereby said electrocaloric structure is out of thermal
communication with said thermal energy sink.

11. The system of claim 1, wherein said suspension is
selected from the group consisting of: a spring secured to a
lateral edge of said electrocaloric structure, a plurality of
springs each secured to a different lateral edge of said elec-
trocaloric structure, a spring secured to a primary planar
surface of said electrocaloric structure, and a plurality of
springs each secured to a different primary planar surface of
said electrocaloric structure.
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12. The system of claim 1, wherein said suspension is
configured to position said electrocaloric structure between
and isolated from thermal communication with each of said
thermal energy source and thermal energy sink in the absence
of said movement control signal.

13. A system for controlled thermal energy transfer, com-
prising:

a thermal energy source;

a thermal energy sink;

a plurality of electrocaloric structures, arranged adjacent

one another;

a plurality of thermally conductive structures, each ther-
mally conductive structure disposed between respective
pairs of electrocaloric structures;

a plurality of suspension elements, each said suspension
element carrying and positioning one of said electroca-
loric structures;

each said electrocaloric structure and suspension element
configured for alternating physical movement of said
electrocaloric structure between a first position and a
second position; and

a plurality of control signal sources, each said source
simultaneously providing both a temperature control
signal for controlling the temperature of at least one of
said electrocaloric structures and a movement control
signal for controlling said alternating physical move-
ment of at least one of said electrocaloric structures.

14. The system of claim 13, wherein said control signal
sources are configured such that said temperature control
signal and said movement control signal are the same signal.

15. The system of claim 13, wherein said electrocaloric
structures are arranged in pairs, and said first position is such
that each electrocaloric structure of each said pair of electro-
caloric structures are biased away from one another, and said
second position is such that each electrocaloric structure of
each said pair of electrocaloric structures are biased toward
one another.

16. The system of claim 15, wherein each said suspension
is configured to bias its respective electrocaloric structure into
said first position, and said control signal source is configured
to provide said movement control signal for moving each said
electrocaloric structure into said second position.

17. A method for controlled thermal energy transfer com-
prising:

providing a thermal energy source;

providing a thermal energy sink, spaced apart from said
thermal energy source;

disposing an electrocaloric structure in between said ther-
mal energy source and said thermal energy sink, said
electrocaloric structure carried by a suspension and con-
figured for alternating physical movement between ther-
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mal communication with said thermal energy source and
thermal communication with said thermal energy sink;
and

simultaneously providing, by way of a control signal

source, both a temperature control signal for controlling
the temperature of said electrocaloric structure and a
movement control signal for controlling said alternating
physical movement of said electrocaloric structure
between thermal communication with said thermal
energy source and thermal communication with said
thermal energy sink.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein said control signal
source provides said temperature control signal and said
movement control signal as a single signal.

19. The method of claim 17, further comprising said sus-
pension biasing said electrocaloric structure into thermal
communication with said thermal energy source in the
absence of said movement control signal, and said control
signal source providing said movement control signal for
moving said electrocaloric structure out of thermal commu-
nication with said thermal energy source, against said bias,
and into thermal communication with said thermal energy
sink.

20. The method of claim 17, wherein said control signal
source is coupled to first and second ohmic contacts of said
electrocaloric structure such that an electric field is generated
therebetween to effect a controllable temperature change in
said electrocaloric structure.

21. The method of claim 17, wherein said control signal
source is coupled to an electromagnet such that a magnetic
field is generated to effect said movement of said electroca-
loric structure.

22. The method of claim 17, wherein:

at a first temperature control signal said electrocaloric

structure is at a first temperature below a temperature of
said thermal energy source, while substantially simulta-
neously at a first movement control signal said electro-
caloric structure is in thermal communication with said
thermal energy source, said electrocaloric structure
thereby receiving thermal energy from said thermal
energy source; and

at a second temperature control signal said electrocaloric

structure is at a second temperature above a temperature
of said thermal energy sink, while substantially simul-
taneously at a second movement control signal said elec-
trocaloric structure is in thermal communication with
said thermal energy sink, said electrocaloric structure
thereby transferring thermal energy to said thermal
energy sink.



